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Student self-assessment: 
boon or bane?
STUDENT SELF-ASSESSMENT CAN HELP TO IMPROVE LEARNING OUTCOMES. BUT ONLY IF USED AS A FORMATIVE 
EXERCISE, AS ASHTAMURTHY KILLIMANGALAM EXPLAINS.
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year olds taught maths at school, they 
suggested that students who regularly 
assessed their own progress against course 
learning objectives showed as much as twice 
the degree of improvement compared to a 
control group. The evidence is so convincing 
that the idea that student self-assessment 
improves learning outcomes is no longer in 
question; it has become an accepted idea.
The research clearly shows that 
student self-assessment does produce an 
improvement in student learning outcomes. 
So, why is there so much scepticism when it 
comes to this practice? The main issue has 
been that practitioners don’t believe in the 
accuracy of student self-assessment. 
Students do not evaluate their work as a 
teacher or an expert would. But do students 
always give themselves better grades than 
teachers would? The answer is not so simple. 
Butler pointed out in 2011 that when their 
own evaluations form a part of the final 
grade awarded, students tend to overinflate 
the grades they give themselves. However, 
if it is made clear to them that this will not 
be the case, then interesting differences 
arise. Low achievers tend to overestimate 
their work and high achievers tend to 
underestimate it.
These evaluations also have an effect on 
performance. Continuous underestimation 
leads to a negative outlook and lower 
levels of motivation dragging performance 
down. The opposite effect is seen with 
overestimation. However, this is not 
an argument to encourage students to 
overestimate their work as ultimately 
students need to be able to reflect accurately 
on their work.
In response to these findings, Panadero et 
al. suggested a different approach − thinking 
of student self-assessment not as assessment 
but as a tool for Self-Regulation of Learning 
(SRL). To elaborate, the focus shouldn’t be 
on the product but on the process. Students 
gain by undergoing the process of self-asses-
ment. Therefore, it would be worth training 
and encouraging students to undertake self-
assessment as part of their course of study. 
Another way of thinking about this 
is to consider student self-assessment 
in a formative manner rather than as a 
summative process. Student self-assessment 
shouldn’t be so much about what grades or 
marks students award themselves. Rather it 
should be used for identifying the kinds of 
errors students are making or where they 
are falling short of expectations and how 
they can improve. This is borne out by the 
fact that the biggest gains from student 
self-assessment occur when students are 
provided a rubric and evaluate their answer 
based on it, especially if the students are 
trained on using the rubric correctly.
Researchers have found that the practice 
of student self-assessment benefits students 
in multiple ways. Kostons, Van Gog, & Paas 
in 2012 found that student self-assessment 
helps students become better at regulating 
and monitoring their own work. There 
are increases in student-self-efficacy and it 
also empowers students so that they take 
ownership of their learning. In other words, 
students become much more self-sufficient 
at learning. (Read more: Ramdass & 
Zimmerman, 2008 and Black & Wiliam, 
1998)
In conclusion, student self-assessment has 
long been acknowledged as an important 
tool to make students better learners. It not 
only improves learning outcomes but also 
equips students to become independent 
learners. The key to using student self-
assessment effectively is to approach it as a 
formative exercise rather than a summative 
one.
The author says that student self-
assessment is an important formative 
tool. Do you agree? Send your answers to 
commsindia@acer.org giving reference to 
the article.
The idea of student self-assessment always 
raises scepticism. How can an assessment be 
valid and reliable, if one is asked to assess 
oneself? Aren’t students likely to over-
estimate the quality of their responses? Isn’t 
this even more probable if the marks they 
award themselves are included in their final 
grades? It turns out that the answer is more 
complicated than that. We will come back to 
this question later in the article. 
The important question when it comes 
to student self-assessment, isn’t whether 
students are accurate in their marking but 
whether it helps their learning outcomes 
improve. It turns out that student self-
assessment does improve student learning 
outcomes, and has additional benefits − it 
empowers students and enables them to 
regulate their own learning better.
The first question to ask is what is 
student self-assessment or what activities 
can constitute student self-assessment? A 
simple and comprehensive definition can be 
found in the work of Panadero, Brown, & 
Strijbos in 2015 – ‘Student self-assessment 
most generally involves a wide variety of 
mechanisms and techniques through which 
students describe (i.e., assess) and possibly 
assign merit or worth to (i.e., evaluate) the 
qualities of their own learning processes and 
products.’ 
Student self-assessment includes a range 
of activities, from merely asking students 
to assess the number of questions they are 
likely to have answered correctly in a test 
to the complex evaluation of their work 
using rubrics. Students gain the most when 
they are asked to evaluate their work using 
rubrics on which they have training.
The importance of student self-
assessment was emphasised in the 
‘assessment for learning’ movement. In 
1998, Black and Wiliam in their seminal 
work provided persuasive evidence that 
student self-assessment improved student 
learning outcomes. In a study of 8 and 9-
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